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Summary: Questions are asked. Questions are not asked. 


*Chapter 1*: Kazuma Fails (on accident) 


“Todaaayyyyy, class,” drawled the freaky-looking clown teacher, “we’re 
paaaaaaartnering up with students from the ooooother class to creaaate increase 
moraaal in the winter months. Blah blah blah, art project, do it or die.” He didn’t actually 
say blah blah blah, but Kazuma had stopped paying attention at some point and didn’t 
feel like making up an in-character, relevant summary. 


Kazuma sighed and put his head down. Kazuma did not want to do a project. Kazuma 
wanted to go home and continue enjoying the wonders of the internet, preferably 
before the temperature outside dropped below freezing. Kazuma would have to do the 
project first. Like always, I’m going to be put on a team with a whole bunch of losers to 
do something that | don’t want to do, Kazuma monologued to himself internally. Why 
does this always happen to me? This isn’t fair! | want to file a complaint. Unfortunately, 
Kazuma didn’t know how to file a complaint, or who he’d file it to. /’l/ just complain to 
everyone, Kazuma decided. That way, they'll be in as much pain as | am. Good 
thinking, Kazuma, Kazuma congratulated himself. Then he promptly went back to being 
bored. 


“Soo...we’re a group of three?” Subaru held up the slips of paper. “Hey, what’s your 
name again, Shield?” 


“Naofumi,” said Shield. He tossed back his hair and went back to brooding edgily. 
Unfortunately for him, his hair was not long enough to be tossed or flipped or whatever, 
so he just kinda bobbed his head in a circle and then stared at the ceiling. Kazuma 
laughed at him. 


Naofumi glared. “What’s your name?” he snapped at Subaru and Kazuma. 


“I’m Natsuki Subaru!” Subaru shouted, jumping up and striking a terrible pose. Kazuma 
was embarrassed to be in his vicinity. “I am terrible at art and—” 


“Sit down,” Kazuma interrupted, grabbing on to Subaru’s jacket and pulling him back 
into his chair. “We’re going to fail.” 


“Great,” Naofumi snarled. “Once again, | get stuck with the useless teammates.” 


“Yes, I’m Kazuma,” said Kazuma. He blinked and sat up as his poor internet-deprived 
brain processed what Naofumi had said. “Wait. Once again? And I’m not the useless 
one! I’m always the one who gets stuff done.” 


“Once again,” Naofumi intoned, clearly deciding to ignore Kazuma’s protest. What a 
jerk. Kazuma liked him already. “When | was first summoned into the fantasy world—” 


“HAH!” Kazuma shouted, jumping up and pointing his finger at Naofumi. “YOU’RE LIKE 
ME!” 


“Oh, so it’s okay for you to jump up and strike a pose and shout, but it’s not okay for me 
to do that?” Subaru bitched, crossing his arms. “Hah! Double standards, much?” 


“Shut up, Subaru,” Naofumi and Kazuma said in unison. Hah! Excellent timing and a 
dislike of Subaru! Another point in favor of Naofumi. Maybe something good will come 
of this project after all. 


“What do you mean, you're like me?” Naofumi asked suspiciously. 


“|, too, was reincarnated into a parallel world!” Kazuma laughed maniacally. “And I, too, 
was saddled with the most useless teammates in existence! FINALLY,” he shouted, 
“SOMEONE ELSE CAN FEEL MY PAIN!” 


Naofumi leaned forwards in his chair, his eyes intense. “Your teammates talk all the 
time about solving problems, but instead they just make everything worse?” he 
checked. 


“YES!” Kazuma slammed his hands down. “They’re all DEADWEIGHT WEIRDOS.” 


Naofumi nodded, leaning back in his chair and resuming his brooding posture. He did 
that awkward hair flip again, and this time Kazuma kindly refrained from laughing at 
him. “Leave them behind,” Naofumi instructed. “You can find better teammates 
elsewhere.” 


“Oh, are you talking about Ra—the racoon girl and Fi?” Subaru asked. 


Naofumi grunted in affirmation and gave Kazuma a look that screamed why do | have 
to deal with this naive fool who doesn’t understand my suffering? Kazuma gifted 
Naofumi with a sympathetic nod. / know, dude, it sucks, Kazuma tried to beam into 
Naofumi’s head via staring. 


Naofumi gave Kazuma another look. This one read why are you staring at me like that, 
dude, that’s weird. Kazuma frowned at Naofumi. 


“Those two are great,” Naofumi said. “I bought Raphtalia in a slave market, and when | 
met Filo she was a bird.” 


Subaru and Kazuma stared at him. 


“Anyways,” Naofumi dismissed, because apparently he was on a roll, “whenever | have 
to fight with the other heroes, | end up doing all the work! We’ve put much more effort 
into stopping the waves than they have. Fuck, I’ve put more effort into stopping them 
from messing things up then they have into stopping the waves. They’re all useless.” 


“Right?” Kazuma nodded his head furiously. A single tear of manly pain formed in his 
eye. “Plus, as isekai protagonists, we’re supposed to get a special cheat code! | got 
nothing!” 


“Are we not going to address the slavery part?” Subaru asked inanely. Of course we 
aren't going to address the slavery part! Naofumi and | are too busy relating to each 
other! Read the room, Subaru. 


“Oh, | got something alright,” Naofumi scowled. “Get this: every hero gets a special 
weapon. Spear, sword, bow...! got a shield.” He raised one hand, showing off the 
shield glued to his arm. 


“So you're like Captain America.” Subaru grabbed the sheet of paper that outlined the 
rules for the art project. 


“A shield?” Kazuma echoed in disbelief. That’s horrible! But a shield is better than 
nothing... Kazuma narrowed his eyes and sat back down in his chair, prepared to 
immediately withdraw his sense of comradery. 


“A shield.” Naofumi nodded gravely. “Whenever | try to use another weapon, it 
dissolves.” 


Kazuma winced. That’s suitably pathetic. The sense of comradery could remain. Not 
that I’m pathetic, of course. “Yeah, that sucks.” He and Naofumi shared a long look of 
tortured-protagonist-solidarity. 


And then the bell rang. 


“Class is already over?” Kazuma jolted up in his seat. Finally, he could go home and 
use the internet! This classroom world was weird, but it was worth it if it meant Kazuma 
could use the internet. Sure, he couldn’t use it to communicate with anyone, but the 
important stuff was still there. 


“We didn’t make any progress on the art assignment,” Subaru observed. 


“That's okay,” Kazuma waved his hand and stood. “It isn’t due until tomorrow. We can 
get it done then.” 


Naofumi stood as well. He grunted and Kazuma chose to interpret his response as an 
enthusiastic affirmative. 


Aqua burst through the door, wailing. Kazuma heaved a sigh as Naofumi escaped out 
the window. Lucky bastard. 


“Kaazuumaaa!” Aqua sobbed. “Kazuma, my partner is Reinhard!” 


“Eh?” Kazuma pushed Aqua away. “Isn’t that a good thing?” Out of the corner of his 
eye, Kazuma could see Subaru sneaking away. Doubly-lucky bastard! First he gets the 
good isekai plot, and now he’s fleeing and betraying me! Argh! 


“He’s making me look bad! I’m supposed to be the godly one, not him!” Aqua continued 
crying on the floor. 


“Make him do all the work for you, useless goddess,” Kazuma told her. 


“Oh!” Aqua perked up immediately, the tears vanishing like they'd never been there. 
Kazuma was jealous. His tears never vanished when he cried. Not that | cry a lot. Or at 
all. | never cry. Yup. Never. “Alright!” Aqua stood and pranced towards the door. 


Kazuma scrambled to his feet and out the door as soon as she was out of earshot. He 
bolted down the hallways, determined to get out of school before his useless posse 
found him and dragged him away for Shenanigans. Unsurprisingly, he was not 
successful. 


“Alright!” Subaru plopped down besides Kazuma. “Art project! Let’s get started!” 


Kazuma glared at Chris and a small blonde girl who were making a racket about 
thieving in the corner. He was exhausted—Megumi had discovered Poprocks, and 
she'd kept him up all night chugging carbonated soda and dumping candy in her 
mouth. It’s like A DOUBLE EXPLOSION, she’d said, IN MY MOUTH! And then she’d 
ranted about explosions and crimson demons for a while. At that point, Kazuma was 
just trying very hard not to throw up. He was unfortunately no longer used to eating so 
much candy and soda at a time. “What are we supposed to do, again?” Kazuma asked, 
trying to wrangle his brain back on topic. 


“Something about creating a work of art representing your common interests.” Subaru 
shrugged. 


“_..Where are we supposed to make the art?” Naofumi eyed Subaru suspiciously. 
Subaru leaned back a bit. 


Kazuma turned to Subaru expectantly. 
“We got a canvas or something.” Subaru said. “I left it on the table with you.” 


They all looked at the table. There was no canvas. It occurred to Kazuma that he 
probably left it behind in his mad dash to avoid shenanigans. “Someone probably stole 
it,” Kazuma declared. 


“| suppose we can ask Roswaal for a new one..” Subaru suggested, hand on his chin. 
“He probably won't give us one, though.” 


“Ask him,” Kazuma commanded. 


“Hey, Roswaal,” Subaru called, standing up. The freaky clown dude, Roswaal, looked 
up from the book he was reading. It was a weird looking book. Kazuma figured that it 
would make sense for the weird teacher to have a weird book. 

“Can we get another canvas?” Subaru asked. 


Roswaal smiled. Kazuma scooted his chair back a bit. Kazuma was jealous of Subaru 
for many things. Living in a world with Roswaal was not one of them. “No.” 


The word wasn’t drawn out at all. Somehow that’s even freakier than if it had been 
drawn out. Subaru sat back down. 


“He said no,” Subaru relayed. 
“Yeah, | heard,” Kazuma drawled. 
Kazuma, Subaru, and Naofumi stared at each other. 


“We're going to fail this assignment,” Kazuma realized out loud. He turned to Subaru. 
“Can you ask the blue maid—Rem, right?— to give you her canvas?” 


Subaru’s eyes narrowed. “No.” 


“C’mon,” Kazuma wheedled, “she'd give it to you happily. She’s almost as bad as 
Albedo is with Ainz.” 


“YOU DARE REFER TO LORD AINZ SO CASUALLY?” Albedo thundered from a 
different classroom. Kazuma jumped. How the hell did she hear that? 


“Sorry,” he squeaked, cowering. Crazy lady. 


When there was no further retribution, Kazuma straightened up. Subaru had crossed 
his arms. Kazuma sighed. “Naofumi? Any ideas?” 


Naofumi scoffed and looked away. Kazuma interpreted that as a no. “My luck is 
supposed to be good,” Kazuma bemoaned, putting his head down. “Why is this 
happening?” 


“Our negative luck probably cancelled yours out,” Subaru theorized, half to himself, 
patting Kazuma on the back. 


“You’ve got an overpowered harem,” Kazuma whined. “Your luck isn’t negative.” 


“| really, really hope it’s negative,” Subaru said. Kazuma was pretty sure he was just 
thinking out loud at this point. “If I’m in the good timeline...the bad timelines are 
probably...” 


Subaru’s patting stalled. Kazuma sat up. Subaru was staring off into the middle 
distance and muttering something about deals and echidnas. 


“Did we break him?” Kazuma poked Subaru. Subaru yelped, flinching away and 
cowering. Pathetic, Kazuma thought to himself, ignoring the way he himself had been 
cowering a few seconds ago. 


Naofumi stood up. Kazuma watched him grab a stack of printer paper and return to the 
table. “We can use this,” he announced. 


“| have a pen,” Subaru volunteered. 


“Fine.” | can make this work. Kazuma smiled, and it only looked a little evil. “Let’s get 
arting.” 


Kazuma could not make it work. 


“Subaruuuu, Kazuma, and Naaaooofumi,” Roswaal warbled. “Why don’t yoooouu go 
first?” 


Kazuma stood up and swaggered to the front of the class, Subaru and Naofumi 
flanking him. He lifted up the paper. 


There was utter silence. 

“Aha!” Tanya stood triumphantly. “It’s a duck!” 

“What? No.” Naofumi looked offended. “That’s Filo.” 

“.. That doesn’t look like me at all,” Filo chirped helpfully. 

“Maybe it’s because of the scribbles?” Raphtalia suggested weakly. 

There was another moment of silence as everyone examined the drawing. 


“What are those scribbles supposed to be, anyways?” one of the military men asked. 
Kazuma couldn’t be bothered to remember his name. 


“Patrasche, the best ground dragon ever!” Subaru exclaimed. He paused, then 
admitted, “I tried to draw her, but it looked awful and it was in pen so | had to scribble it 
out.” 


Ram scoffed. “The quality of your art reflects the quality of your character.” 


“Weeell!” Roswaal interrupted, “You three have not done the artwork on the required 
material. Furthermore, your art is awful. You've failed.” 


Oh no, Kazuma thought in a split-second. He’s not drawing out his words. 
Roswaal flung out a hand. 


Kazuma felt fire lick up his skin, so hot it was cold. It hurt. Blinding light flooded his 
vision. His skin crisped and burned. It hurt. /f hurts. Kazuma couldn’t understand what 
was happening. 


“Fuck...you...Roswaal,” he heard Subaru wheeze. 


“That’s not in my gospel,” Roswaal purred. His words were barely understandable 
beneath the ringing in Kazuma’s ears. /t hurts. Everything went dark. 


Kazuma opened his eyes. Eris was pacing in front of him. “Did I—” he started to ask. 
His voice was hoarse. Had he been screaming? Kazuma couldn’t think. 


Eris’ head snapped up. The dark void of the world around her crumbled away. “I don’t 
know what’s—” 


Purple and black swam in Kazuma’s vision as the abyss around him crumbled under a 
different, more tangible darkness. It looked like the manifestation of madness. He 
couldn’t understand what was happening. It hit him in a wave, and for a split second 
Kazuma felt every cell of his being turn on each other and tear themselves apart. It 
hurt. /t hurts. 


*Chapter 2*: Kazuma Fails (on purpose) 


“It worked,” someone said, then “...It looks like we’re a group of three. What’s your 
name again, Shield?” 


Naofumi visibly startled. “...Naofumi,” he said. “What’s...What’s your name?” 


Subaru jumped up and did his introduction. Kazuma wrapped his arms around himself. 
His ears were ringing. He couldn’t understand what was happening. /t hurts, Kazuma 
thought, except maybe he didn't think it at all, because to say that he thought it would 
be to imply some form of agency, or control, and Kazuma couldn't stop, it hurts it hurts 
it hurts— It didn’t hurt. Nothing hurt. Kazuma was fine. Wasn’t he? Why was he fine? 


...Didn't | just die? What the hell? Kazuma glanced around. 


He was sitting down in classroom two. Neither Chris nor the little blonde thief girl were 
there. No one was there, except for Subaru and Naofumi. 


Subaru sat down. “Hey, are you guys okay?” he asked, concern clear. 


“'m...I’m fine,” Kazuma ground out. He’d died before, and he was fine. He’d died by 
incineration before and he was fine. This was no different. He looked at Naofumi. 
Naofumi’s brow was furrowed. His constant scowl looked confused. “Yes, I’m Kazuma,” 
Kazuma said belatedly. 


“Let’s get to work on the art project, then,” Subaru said. He pushed the paper with 
instructions towards Kazuma and Naofumi. “Time’s a-wasting! Every second brings us 
towards our inevitable death! We should make the most of it!” 


Inevitable death. 
—it hurts it hurts it hurts. 


“Right,” said Kazuma. /t—no, focus, Kazuma. He straightened up in his seat. “We 
should probably plan out what to do for the project.” 


“Yes,” Naofumi said, nodding. “What’s’—he pulled the rules sheet closer—“something 
we all have in common?” 


“We're both filled with intense, justified anger because we were cheated out of our 
overpowered isekai protagonist roles,” Kazuma pointed out to Naofumi. “We could 
channel that.” 


Naofumi nodded again. 


“That works for me,” Subaru said. He paused, watching them with a strange 
expression. “Hey..do you..? | can—” and then he stopped, hand clutching at his chest. 
“Nevermind.” 


Kazuma eyed Subaru suspiciously, then shrugged off the weird behavior. Kazuma 
didn’t really want to think too hard about anything right now. Focus. “We can divide the 
project up into sections. You can have this third, Naofumi can have this third, and I'll 
have this third. We can try to make it look more unified tomorrow. Good? Good.” 


Subaru and Naofumi nodded before splitting off to find art supplies. Kazuma located 
some markers in the back of the classroom and began drawing shapes that looked 
vaguely like toads eating someone. Subaru and Naofumi joined them, and the three 
worked in silence. 


Kazuma tried to focus on the artwork, on moving the marker and making lines. It was 
tangible. Real. At some point he found himself adding black and purple, trying to echo 


that strange, consuming darkness. On paper, the colors looked small and 
nonthreatening. Orderly. Comprehensible. 


It hurts. 
“What're you drawing, Naofumi?” Kazuma asked. 


Naofumi looked up from his artwork. “I’m drawing the Bitch and Spear being eaten by 
balloons.” 


“The Bitch?” Kazuma echoed. 

“She framed me for rape,” Naofumi explained. An incredibly self-satisfied expression 
passed over his face. Wow, Kazuma thought, that’s the first time I’ve seen him display 
a positive emotion. “| dealt with her.” 

“And the balloons?” Kazuma prompted. 


“Beginner monsters. Incredibly annoying. Easy kills.” 


Kazuma frowned, because his beginner monsters were not easy kills. “My beginner 
monsters were giant toads.” He gestured at his artwork. “They kept eating Aqua and 
Megumi.” 


“Were the mabeasts my beginner monsters?” Subaru mumbled to himself. 
“Mabeasts?” That’s a weird name. Seems kinda cliche, though. 


“Yeah, a pack of dogs.” Subaru pulled up his shirt, showing off some grisly markings. 
“See, I’ve still got scars from them.” 


“Did you kill them?” Naofumi asked, almost eagerly. 


“No, | ran away and passed out and then ran towards them and then ran away some 
more,” Subaru relayed incoherently. “Rem killed most of them.” 


Kazuma squinted. Really pathetic, he decided, choosing to ignore the fact that he was 
only able to kill the frogs when they were eating one of his party members. 


... That's a lot of scars. Subaru let his shirt return to his normal state. 


“Are those what you're drawing?” Naofumi asked. He was more talkative than he had 
been yesterday. Today. Last time. 


“No, that’s Elsa. Does she—does she look like a dog?” 
“Kinda,” Kazuma said. 
“She looks like a bitch,” Naofumi observed. 


Subaru squinted at them, then at his artwork. “Really? | thought she was pretty when | 
first met her.” 


“All women are bitches,” Naofumi snarled. Wow, | am glad Darkness isn't here, 
Kazuma thought. She’d probably beg him for more verbal humiliation. 


Subaru gaped. “That is no way to speak of ladies!” He stood. “You dare disrespect 
Emilia-tan and Rem and Ram and Beatrice and Lord Crusch and—wait, is this how 
Julius felt?” 


“Isn’t everyone in your party a woman?” Kazuma asked, genuinely curious about how 
Naofumi would answer. 


“No, they’re girls.” 


Subaru and Kazuma stared at him, then at each other, then at him. 


Kazuma turned to face Subaru. “Don’t draw her with claws,” Kazuma instructed him. 
“Humans don’t have claws.” 


“Those are knives,” said Subaru. 


Kazuma sighed loudly and turned the paper so that Subaru’s section was facing him. 
He erased the claws, redrew her hands, then swiveled the paper back to Subaru. 


“That looks a lot better!” Subaru said, apparently genuinely excited. How exhausting. 
“Now how do | add blood..?” 


“Will Roswaal dock points if it's not school appropriate?” Kazuma asked. Kazuma did 
not want to lose points. Kazuma did not want to fail. 


“Probably,” Subaru said with a shrug. “That’s why I’m adding blood. You know, to 
censor the gore.” 


“That's illogical,” Naofumi grumbled, furiously scribbling angry lines onto the balloons. 


“You’re one to talk,” Kazuma snapped back on instinct. Oops, he thought. Kazuma 
didn’t want to make Naofumi angry at him—Naofumi was the first person that Kazuma 
had met who didn’t laugh whenever Kazuma started venting. Plus, Naofumi was able to 
pull off the broody and edgy anime protagonist look, and Kazuma was perhaps hoping 
that he'd be able to pull it off, too, if he hung around with Naofumi long enough. 
Kazuma had tried to be an edgy anime protagonist for, like, three seconds. He'd given 
up when Aqua wouldn't stop laughing and Darkness kept asking Kazuma to do it more 
because, apparently, the second hand embaressement is so intense, it's like I'm being 
humiliated too! Kazuma scowled to himself. 


But the set-up was just too good. 


Subaru grabbed a few markers and started to add blood and some purple-black 
darkness everywhere. 


Kazuma sighed again and put his head down on the table. /f/ die because our art 
project is too gorey, I’m going to kill someone. 


The bell rang. 


“lll take this with me,” Subaru announced, scooping up the artwork and vanishing out 
the door. Naofumi stayed seated, looking at Kazuma. 


Kazuma looked at Naofumi. “Is it just me, or—” 


“KAAAZUUMAAA,” Aqua wailed, bursting through the door and throwing herself at 
Kazuma. Kazuma flinched back, hard. “Kazuma! | got partnered with Reinhard! And 
you died!” 


She remembers. Kazuma felt like a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He 
felt lighter even though Aqua was clinging on to him. Kazuma took a moment to enjoy 
this strange, euphoric emotion. 


And then he noticed Aqua wiping his snotty nose on his shirt. The euphoric emotion 
immediately drained. 


“So we did time-travel,” Naofumi said, sounding satisfied. Kazuma wanted to still be 
satisfied too! Aqua was ruining the whole you figured out the mystery, you didn’t 
imagine it, congrats, you’re not insane feeling for him. He shoved her off. 


“Do you know why we time-travelled?” Kazuma asked her. 


Aqua snivelled on the floor. “No! And no one else remembered!” 
“No one else remembered?” 


“Yeah! | asked Reinhard about it, and Shalltear, and Cocytus, and Emilia and Puck and 
Julius!” 


“You didn’t ask Chris?” 
“No,” Aqua snarled. 


Kazuma switched gears. “So then why do we remember?” He leaned back in his chair. 
“Was it because we died?” 


“I’m a goddess,” Aqua said matter-of-factly. “Time magic doesn’t work on me.” 


Naofumi shot Aqua a glare, but raised his shield arm. “Perhaps my shield protected 
me. | changed it when the man set me on fire, and it's looked like this afterwards.” 


Kazuma blanched at the words set me on fire. “Your shield does look a bit different,” he 
managed. He took a closer look. “That darkness looks familiar.” 


Aqua recoiled. “Witches,” she spat with disgust. “They’re like undead, but worse.” 


“The shield doesn’t have a name,” Naofumi said quietly. His expression was completely 
shuttered. 

Kazuma stared at the shield. It was hazy and dark and formless and it was humming, 
just a little bit. Kazuma couldn’t tear his eyes away. The humming grated up and down 
his spine, and it was slowly getting louder and louder, until it wasn’t humming at all but 
instead screeching, like alarm sirens, like screaming, drowning out his every thought. 


“Don’t die again, Kazuma,” Aqua said, and Kazuma jolted. He tore his eyes away from 
the shield. It occurred to Kazuma that the shield was very strange looking and 
sounding, and yet Kazuma hadn't noticed that the shield was any different. 
That's...disturbing. “| didn’t even have time to heal you.” 


Kazuma blinked. “I won't die if we don’t fail the project.” 


Naofumi pulled a screen out of thin air and tapped it. The shield disappeared. He 
scrolled through the screen and his eyes widened. “It’s gone,” he said. “The shield is 
gone. | can’t re-equip it.” 


“That doesn’t normally happen?” Kazuma checked. A/so, why’s his menu so 
convenient? 


“No,” said Naofumi. 


Aqua stood. “Well,” she said authoritatively. “I, Aqua, the Goddess of Water, shall 
protect you!” She turned to Kazuma and her stern expression became significantly 
more malicious. “Looks like you’re stuck with me tonight, Kazuma.” 


Kazuma recoiled. “No.” 
“Oh, yes,” Aqua purred. 


Naofumi stood. “I don’t trust anyone who talks about goddesses. Bye.” And then he fled 
like a traitorous coward, leaving Kazuma alone with Aqua. 


“| think it looks pretty good,” Subaru declared, stepping back and looking at the artwork. 


“It looks awful,” Kazuma said, depressed. He had gotten no sleep last night. Aqua had 
dragged him around to act as her assistance for her parlor tricks. Kazuma never 


wanted to see a fan again. 


He had tried to ask her about what she’d meant by witches, and she had ranted about 
usurpers and cultists and the multiverse theory for a little bit. Most of it was entirely 
incomprehensible—Aqua had started complaining about the hierarchy of the gods 
halfway through, and then she’d devolved into whining about some coworkers, and 
then she'd started relaying water cooler gossip. While it was strangely riveting, Kazuma 
had not learned much about witches beyond they’re pretty crazy and they have some 
strange philosophical opinions on sins. 


“We'll pass,” Naofumi said confidently, interrupting Kazuma’s pseudo-flashback. Minus 
one point, Kazuma thought robotically. 


Kazuma took another look at the artwork. “It looks like someone fed three magazines 
through a paper shredder and then chucked them into the void.” He looked away from 
the artwork. Somehow the devouring purple-black had bled into all three thirds of the 

canvas. It contrasted greatly with all the blood. 

“Yes,” Subaru said, nodding knowledgeably. “That’s called surrealism.” 


“We'll pass,” Naofumi repeated. This time Kazuma could hear the desperate edge to 
his voice. 


“We’re going to fail,” Kazuma realised, hyperventilating. Subaru patted him on the 
back. 


“Subaruuuu, Kazuma, and Naaaooofumi,” Roswaal warbled. “Why don’t yoooouu go 
first?” 


Kazuma stood up and scuttled to the front of the class, Subaru and Naofumi flanking 
him. He lifted up the paper. 


There was utter silence. 

“It looks insane,” Shalltear said, quite clearly impressed. 
“The outside of madness,” Subaru muttered to himself. 
“Are you guys okay?” Chris asked. 


Kazuma shrugged. Naofumi grunted. “I’m always amazing as long as my incredible 
Emilia-tan is here,” Subaru proclaimed. 


“Congraatulaaations,” Roswaal bleated, smiling. “You’ve passed. You may return to 
your seats.” 


Kazuma heaved out a huge breath and wiped sweat off his face. He hurried back to his 
desk. 


“We didn’t die this time,” Kazuma said to Naofumi, who stopped by his desk as people 
filed out of class. Kazuma didn’t lift his head from his desk. He felt exhausted. 


Subaru came up to Kazuma’s desk as well. Kazuma could see Tanya and Ainz talking 
in hushed voices in the corner of the classroom. Aqua had scampered off at some 
point, completely disinterested now that she didn’t have an excuse to kidnap Kazuma. 


“The time travel was related to our deaths, then,” Naofumi observed. 


“Guess so,” Kazuma agreed. 


Something clattered to the ground. Kazuma closed his eyes. 

“You—” Subaru sucked in a deep breath. His voice was shaking. “You remember?” 
“Yes, I’m Kazuma,” Kazuma droned. 

“Definitely related to our deaths,” Naofumi decided. 

“What do you remember,” Subaru demanded. It wasn’t a question. 


“We didn’t do our project. Our canvas was stolen. Blah blah blah, we failed, we got 
incinerated.” Kazuma lifted one hand and waved it flippantly in the air. He was tired. He 
didn’t want to think about this. 


“You remember.” Subaru sounded shocked. Elated. Terrified. “l can—I can re—” 


Something was wrong with Kazuma’s chest. Something was wrong with his heart. It 
constricted. It stuttered. It hurt. /t hurts. 


Kazuma pushed himself back, trying to get away. There was nothing to run away from. 
Just his heart, beating a rhythm a few measures off. 


Kazuma slowly uncurled, sitting up from the floor. He’d pushed over his chair and desk. 
Naofumi was crouched on the floor as well—he was trembling and wide-eyed, his 
green shield glowing in the air in front of him. Tanya and Ainz had moved from their 
corner, looming between Kazuma’s desk and the door. 


Subaru’s expression was horrified. He was drenched in sweat. His eyes weren't wild 
like Naofumi’s. Nor were they calculating like Tanya’s and Aizen’s. They were tired and 
broken and dead. 


“| don’t know how you can remember, but you should forget about this,” Subaru said. 
He closed his eyes. He looked so tired. Kazuma didn’t understand. Kazuma couldn’t 
think. 


“You know something about this,” Tanya accused. “You know why we were sent back.” 
“Stop looking into this,” Subaru continued. “Don’t ask questions.” 
“Does this have something to do with your curse?” Aizen asked carefully. 


“Don’t. Ask. Questions.” Subaru staggered towards the door, brushing between Aizen 
and Tanya on his way. 


Kazuma sucked in air. His heartbeat was fast but not skipping or stilted or wrong. /t 
hurts, he thought again. It didn’t hurt. 


“So it was him.” Tanya was facing the door. “He was the reason we were sent back.” 
Kazuma staggered to his feet. “His curse?” he wheezed. 

“...Yes,” Aizen confirmed. “Subaru has an incredibly powerful curse placed on him.” 
“And so you think it—what, sends people back in time when he dies?” Kazuma laughed 
hysterically. He didn’t understand. He couldn’t understand. He didn’t want to 


understand. Please, let him not understand. “That’s—that’s insane. The type of magic 
that would take—No. That can’t be real.” 


“| never said anything of the sort,” Ainz stated deliberately. “But yes. Can your goddess 
not bring you back from the dead?” 


“Yes, but that’s simple! To rewind time...” Kazuma trailed off. He didn’t know much 
about magic, but even he knew that that was practically impossible. 


“It's on a massive scale, too,” Tanya contributed. “Magic of that size and complexity...” 
She grinned like a wolf bearing its teeth. “Being X could send a person’s soul back in 
time, but | doubt they could rewind time for everyone and everything.” 


“And we’re sure he’s not doing this to himself?” Naofumi interrupted, brushing invisible 
dust off his cloak. His green shield had disappeared. The shield on his arm had yet to 
return to its normal, benign state. 


“Yes, because that was the behavior of someone who was in control of the situation,” 
Kazuma said, deadpan. Monotone. Kazuma didn’t feel like doing emotions right now. 


“It's a theory to investigate, though,” Tanya decided. She turned away from the door. 
As exhausted as Kazuma was, he still found enough energy to flinch away from her 
scary-intense expression. “Further investigation will be required before any action is 
taken.” 


“Oh, no, no, no,” Kazuma waved his hands around. “I do not want to get involved with 
this. Count me out.” 


“We'll meet up after school tomorrow to determine and relay our plan of attack,” Tanya 
continued ruthlessly. “We'll use this classroom. You'll all be here.” Her gaze raked over 
Kazuma and Naofumi. She turned to Ainz. “Ainz. Let’s go.” 


She strode off, Ainz gliding behind her. As always, no expression was visible on the 
skeleton’s face. 


Kazuma looked at Naofumi. Naofumi looked at Kazuma. “I’m not going,” Kazuma said 
pathetically. 


“Yes, you are,” Naofumi said unsympathetically. Minus five points. He left the 
classroom in a whirl of green and grey. His shield was still transformed. 


Kazuma fixed his desk and sat down in his chair. He leaned back to look at the ceiling. 


When Megumi burst into the room and started force-feeding Kazuma poprocks and 
soda, Kazuma was almost grateful. 


Kazuma found it hard to focus on school the next day. He always found it hard to focus 
on school, though, so it was like any other day in the strange world that he’d found 
himself in. 


Except it wasn’t, because Ainz and Tanya were whispering to each other and Naofumi 
was glaring at everyone and Subaru was acting like nothing was wrong, and all of that 
was normal. It was incredibly normal. Kazuma had just died. Naofumi had just died. 
Subaru had just died. Tanya and Ainz had just time traveled. Today wasn’t supposed to 
be a normal day. 


Had Kazuma heard of the power to turn back time upon death before he was shoved 
into that fantasy world, he would have been delighted. Hell, he would have been 
delighted even after he’d been shoved into the fantasy world. 


Kazuma had died. Once, twice...enough times that Kazuma could almost lose track. 
He didn’t lose track, of course. 


Kazuma had died. He hated it. He'd had painless deaths, as far as deaths went. 
Kazuma knew that. Kazuma thought to himself again, cold. /f that was when he got it 
right, then what did it look like when he got it wrong? 


Maybe Kazuma was jumping to the worst case scenario. Maybe that power was useful. 
Maybe it allowed Subaru to fix his mistakes. Maybe it didn’t. Kazuma didn’t want to find 
out. 


“To collect information—” Tanya was saying. Kazuma jolted back into the present. 


He’d done his best to avoid both Tanya and Ainz all day, which wasn’t too hard 
because they were both clearly scheming and had no time for terrorizing Kazuma. 
Kazuma was feeling bold. Kazuma was feeling apathetic and disillusioned. I’m feeling 
bold, Kazuma decided. 


“Do we have to do this?” Kazuma interrupted. Tanya and Ainz turned to look at him and 
Kazuma immediately stopped feeling bold. He quailed. 


“Rewinding time upon death is an incredible ability,” Tanya said. “It has so...many...’— 
she raised her thumb and started to chew on her fingernail—“uses. 


“Let’s start by sharing all the information we’ve gathered,” Tanya continued. “Naofumi, 
Kazuma, what do you know?” 


Naofumi scowled. Kazuma could practically see the air in Naofumi’s corner of the room 
darken. Kazuma heaved a sigh. Great. “Getting set on fire sucks,” he said. 


“\.Anything else?” Tanya prompted. “Do you have any theories as to why you 
remember? Do you know anyone else who remembered?” 


“Aqua remembered because she’s a goddess,” Kazuma said, ignoring Tanya and 
Naofumi’s apparently reflexive and creepily synchronized hmphs at the word goddess. 
“| probably remember ’cause of Eris.” 


“and Eris is?” 
“Another goddess.” 
“alright.” Tanya turned to Naofumi. “And you?” 


Naofumi raised his shield. It was in its normal, blocky form. “My shield had changed 
when I..got back.” 


“And what were the properties of this shield?” Tanya leaned forwards. “Show it to me.” 


Naofumi shook his head, leaning as far away from Tanya as was possible in his chair. 
“It disappeared from my options as soon as | equipped it.” Begrudgingly, he added, “It 
was wreathed in shadow and had no listed information. Its name was in a script | could 
not read.” He frowned, then added, “The screen looked kinda glitchy.” Kazuma 
assumed that Naofumi was talking to himself for that last part, mostly because he didn’t 
sound like he was going to bludgeon someone's head in if they said something he 
didn't like. 


“Interesting.” Tanya sat back, nodding to herself. “We will split up in order to collect 
information about this curse. Ainz will research magic related to time and death. | will 
be using my contacts to pursue a similar line of inquiry.” 


Naofumi stood stalked over from where he had been lurking in his corner. “Why are we 
letting her decide our plan of attack?” He spat out her the same way Kazuma would 
say Aqua. Kazuma rolled his eyes. 


Tanya regarded him evenly. “I was a salaryman in my previous life,” she said. That’s 
weirdly nonaggressive of her, Kazuma observed. 


Ainz slid a piece of chocolate over to her. She looked at him disdainfully, but accepted 
it. Kazuma genuinely did not want to know what that interaction was about. 


Naofumi’s scowl lessened and he settled down in a seat behind Kazuma. 
“Naofumi. You'll be collecting information as well.” A grin stretched over Tanya’s face. 


Ah, here’s the aggressiveness. Kazuma scooted his chair away from both Tanya and 
Naofumi, not wanting to be caught in the crossfire. “There is an after-school sewing 


club. You'll be collecting information on Subaru there. Kazuma, go with him. You can be 
his good-luck charm,” she added charitably, as if Kazuma was stupid. Kazuma was not 
stupid, so he kept his mouth shut. Luckily, Naofumi was, apparently, not stupid either. 


“Return to this room at the end of the week,” Ainz spoke up. Kazuma managed not to 
jump at his voice. Good job, Kazuma, he thought to himself. “We will reassess then.” 


“And what will you do if you don’t find anything useful?” Kazuma had to ask. 
“Testing, of course.” Tanya’s smile stretched wider. 


“Great.” Kazuma stood and grabbed Naofumi by his furry coat collar or hood or 
whatever it was. Naofumi smacked his hand away. Kazuma cradled his arms, blinking 
back tears, because unlike some crazy people, Kazuma did not walk around in full 
armor. Minus one point, Kazuma thought. Naofumi was almost back to zero points in 
Kazuma’s Scale of Comradery. Most people were at negative values, so this was no 
great surprise. Disappointing, but not surprising. Not everyone could handle Kazuma’s 
awesomeness. Stay on topic, Kazuma. “We’re going now. Bye.” 


“You did not ask to be dismissed,” Tanya snapped, as Kazuma scuttled towards the 
door, Naofumi a step behind him. Kazuma froze in place. 


“We're in a school environment,” Ainz rumbled. 


Tanya hissed. Kazuma didn’t dare turn back to look at her. “My apologies,” she 
managed, sounding like the words were physically torn out of her. “Leave. Your club 
starts in two minutes.” 


“Yes sir,” Kazuma chirped, bolting out the door. 


“Sewing club!” he ranted to himself as soon as he was out of earshot, slowing to stop. 
Naofumi took the lead. “Sewing club? Hah! They’re just trying to get rid of us!” Kazuma 
was intimately familiar with the feeling of people trying to get rid of him. 


Naofumi grunted noncommittally. Kazuma eyed him, then decided to let the response 
slide. 


“This is useless,” Kazuma complained. Kazuma did not want to go to Sewing club. 
Once upon a time, going to a presumably girls-only gathering such as Sewing club 
would have been a dream come true. Kazuma was under no such illusions now. 


Kazuma was probably going to get bullied. Kazuma was the one supposed to be doing 
the bullying! This is all wrong. 


Kazuma ranted about this while he followed Naofumi, mostly because he didn’t have 
anything else to do. 


“We’re here,” Naofumi announced, pushing open the door. 
Immediately the entrance was blocked by Rem. 


“HaveyouacceptedNatsukiSubaruasyourpersonalheroandsavior?” she said in one 
breath. She was vibrating like a ferret on speed. 


Kazuma didn’t actually know whether ferrets vibrated. Do ferrets vibrate? Do drugs 
effect ferrets? 


“Um,” Kazuma said intelligently. He took a step back. Rem took a step forwards, 
pressing her tactical advantage. Stupid overpowered maid girl, Kazuma thought. She 
cant be intelligent AND strong AND cute! Lucky Subaru. And then Kazuma thought 
about the whole returning-by-death thing. Nevermind. 


“No,” said Naofumi. 


“Would you be open to converting?” Rem demanded. 


“’m not religious.” Naofumi brushed past Kazuma and Rem. “We’re here for Sewing 
club.” 


“Take a seat,” Albedo invited, gesturing to a circle of plastic chairs with a needle. 
Subaru looked up from a piece of cloth and waved. 


Kazuma sat down beside him. “You sew?” he asked incredulously. 


“Not only do | sew, | sew well,” Subaru said imperiously, lifting and flourishing his 
tracksuit jacket. He was working on a tiny tear in the fabric. “It’s a must-have skill for 
any shut-in.” 


“HAH,” Kazuma says victoriously, crossing his arms proudly. “Further proof I’m not—I 
mean, that | wasn’t ever a shut-in.” 


Subaru tapped his chin, squinting at Kazuma. “Maybe you were just a really 
incompetent shut-in,” he suggested. He blinked. “Man, | didn’t used to be so mean. 
Ram must be rubbing off on me.” 


“| don’t think Ram would rub anything on you.” 


“Sandpaper, maybe,” Subaru mused. He scowled. “Hey, wait! I’ll have you know that 
Ram and | get along great!” 


“That is not true,” Rem interrupted, settling in the chair across from Subaru. Naofumi 
sat besides her and proceeded to stare blankly at the sewing needle and thread that 
he’d obviously grabbed from a nearby sewing kit. 


“Rem!” Subaru clutched at his chest. “I thought you were the nice one!” 


“Subaru is not my hero when he is deluding himself,” she said. Her gentle tone 
contrasted greatly with her words. 


“See?” Kazuma smirked. “Even Rem agrees with me.” 

“Maybe Rem should change her opinion, then,” Rem thought aloud. 

Kazuma sulked. 

Raphtalia burst through the door. Immediately she made a beeline towards Subaru. 
“Wednesdays are my turn!” she growled like a feral racoon. Hah! Racoon. Kazuma 


laughed. Subaru gave Kazuma a curious look. 


“Wednesdays are on a first-come, first served basis,” Albedo interjected. She smiled 
and Kazuma shivered in fear. 


“Do you really want to go today?” Subaru asked Raphtalia, nodding towards Naofumi. 
Raphtalia whirled around. Her face immediately drained of colour, then turned bright 
red. Kazuma watched in fascination. 


“Naofumi,” she squeaked. “I didn’t see you, there.” 


Naofumi cast a dark look around the group. “Are they giving you trouble?” he asked 
her. 


“No no no.” Raphtalia shook her head rapidly and made a sound that was probably 
supposed to be a giggle. 


“Let me know if they do,” Naofumi said threateningly. 


“First come, first served?” Kazuma asked, curious yet dreading the answer. 


“Of course. Mondays are for me,” Albedo said proudly, “and Thursdays are for Rem. 
Wednesdays are open to whoever comes first.” 


“Which is me,” Raphtalia hissed. 
“Hey, | was here first today,” Subaru protested. 
“and why are the days reserved for different people?” 


“So that we know who’s turn it is to talk about their favorite person, of course.” Rem 
smiled angelically. “Attendance is always highest on Wednesdays.” 


“So Albedo talks about Ainz, Rem talks about Subaru, Subaru talks about Emilia, and 
Raphtalia talks about—” 


“Haha, yes, exactly.” Raphtalia cut Kazuma off. She actually said the word haha. 
Kazuma grinned meanly. 


“We also sew,” Rem provided helpfully. 


“Who do you talk about?” Naofumi asked Raphtalia. “I didn’t know that you were that 
close to anyone.” 


Subaru, Rem, and Albedo sucked in sympathetic breaths. “Woah, you're right,” Subaru 
said, clearly impressed. “He’s really bad.” 


“Right?” Raphtalia sounded frustrated to the point of tears. She rallied quickly with a 
glare. “Not that you’re one to talk.” 


“Hey!” Subaru sat up in his seat. “I may be pathetic and worthless, but | am not 
oblivious!” 


“Who's oblivious?” Naofumi asked quietly. Albedo patted him on the head. 
“It’s true,” Rem confirmed. “Subaru is perfectly aware of Rem’s feelings.” 


“| don’t get you two,” Raphtalia grumbled, finally taking a seat. Kazuma sympathized. /f 
| had a cute and competent and intelligent maid all over me... Kazuma couldn’t help 
but grin, just thinking about it. His grin quickly faded. But instead | get Aqua and 
Megumi and Darkness. Blech. 


“Why are you two here, again?” Albedo asked, leaning forwards. “Might you have a 
special someone you'd like to talk about?” 


Naofumi looked at Kazuma pointedly. “Oh, we’re here to spy on Subaru for Ainz and 
Tanya,” Kazuma said matter-of-factly. 


“Lord Ainz requested you fulfill a task for him?” Albedo was leaning so far out of her 
chair that she was almost falling over. 


“Yeah. Well, Tanya did most of the talking.” Kazuma shrugged. “It seems kind of stupid 
to me.” He unbuttoned his cape and thrust it towards Subaru. “Sew this for me.” 


“?’m not going to sew your shawl. I’m nobody's housewife.” Subaru took the cape—it’s 
totally a cape, not a shawl—anyways. “Unless it’s Emilia. I’d love to be her housewife. 
We could have...hmm...no kids and no pets! It’d be great!” 


“You don’t want kids or pets?” Rem sounded distressed. “Rem has been planning 
wrong!” 


“Kids are bullies,” Subaru grouched. “And pets...what would we have? A cat?” He 
made a face. “Puck ruined cats for me. A dog?” Rem nodded in understanding. 


“It's a cape, not a shawl,” Kazuma corrected. “Kids suck.” 


“You’re a kid,” Albedo pointed out. 


Kazuma bristled. “Il am not a kid! I’m a teenager at the very least! I’d go as far to say 
I’m a man!” 


Albedo laughed condescendingly. “Sure, sweetie,” she cooed. Kazuma scowled. / knew 
this was going to happen! This is bullying! 


“| knew this was going to happen,” he said aloud to Naofumi. Naofumi didn’t look up 
from his misshapen stitching. 


“You’re on a mission from Lord Ainz?” Albedo asked, suddenly eager again. Thrown by 
this shift in topic, Kazuma could only nod. 


“What do you need?” 
“Uh, we’re supposed to be collecting information about Subaru,” Kazuma managed. 


“He only comes on Mondays and Wednesdays because he gets embarrassed when 
Rem compliments him,” Albedo said immediately. Rem nodded. 


“You’re very quick to throw him under the bus,” Kazuma couldn't help but observe. 
“Anything for Lord Ainz,” Albedo demurred. 
“That wasn’t a compliment.” 


Subaru crossed his arms, then yelped when he accidentally stabbed himself with his 
sewing needle. “It’s perfectly natural to get embarrassed when a girl showers you with 
compliments!” 


“Don’t you shower Emilia with compliments all the time?” Kazuma snarked. 
“| just can’t help myself,” Subaru sighed. “..why? Do you think it’s too much?” 
“It's weird,” Kazuma said, matter-of-fact. “Why do you like her so much, anyways?” 


“She saved me,” Subaru said after a beat. He was suddenly not smiling or looking at 
anyone. “She doesn’t remember, but she saved me for no reason. I...” 


Kazuma waited, but Subaru didn’t elaborate. Kazuma looked at Rem. Her face was 
unreadable behind her bangs. 


“What other information do you need?” Albedo asked, causing Kazuma to jump a bit. 
Kazuma was normally not this jumpy. He didn't know why he was so jumpy. He did 
know why he was so jumpy. He didn't want to think about it. Albedo was still leaning 
forward intently. “Anything about me?” 


“| think we’re good.” Kazuma scooted his chair away from her. “This whole mission is 
stupid, anyway.” 


“Why are you investigating Subaru?” Rem, too, was leaning forward. Her lean was 
more threatening. 


Kazuma put his arms behind his head, trying to act cool. “Ainz and Tanya think he’s 
useful or something.” 


Rem bristled. “They will not take Subaru away.” 
“Of course not,” Kazuma scoffed. “They'll find something else to occupy them soon.” 
“Good,” Subaru cut in tersely. 


“Do not speak of Lord Ainz in such flippant terms!” Albedo barked. “Lord Ainz is—” 


And then she ranted for a while. Kazuma tuned her out after about three seconds. She 
did not stop for another fifteen minutes. Kazuma watched Subaru sew up his cape. 
Subaru was surprisingly good at it. He was much better at it than Naofumi, at least. 
Naofumi was awful at sewing. He’d probably be better if he weren't wearing those 
clunky gloves, Kazuma thought absently. They stop him from stabbing himself, though. 
Kazuma eyed Subaru’s hands. They were so many little pinpricks on his fingers that 
Kazuma almost suspected he was doing it on purpose. At least he’s not getting any 
blood on my cape. 


“How'd you rip this, anyways?” Subaru asked Kazuma. 


“That tear probably happened when | was eaten by lizardmen,” Kazuma guessed. “Or 
maybe not. I’ve had to get new clothing quite a few times.” 


Subaru’s sewing stuttered. “Eaten..by...” 

“My neck was broken before they could eat me,” Kazuma reassured him. 

“Must’ve been nice,” Subaru muttered. 

Kazuma opened his mouth. No questions, Subaru had said. Kazuma closed his mouth. 


Another fifteen minutes passed. “Hey, what did you do with the painting?” Kazuma 
asked Subaru. Naofumi deigned to look up from his awful sewing. 


“| still have it,” Subaru said. He was working on a scarf now. “I was going to burn it, 
though. That’s what you do with school work you don’t want to keep, right?” 


Kazuma took a moment to consider that plan. “Hey, can | come?” 


Subaru flashed him a thumbs-up. His thumb, like most of his other fingers, was bloody. 
Seriously, how is he not getting it on the scarf? “Of course! We can do it tomorrow 
afterschool.” 


Kazuma nodded. “Works for me. Naofumi?” 
“Mhm.” 


By the time sewing club was over, Kazuma was incredibly bored. Subaru had finished 
sewing the scarf fairly quickly, and then had proceeded to give Kazuma lessons on 
sewing. Subaru was not a good teacher. Luckily for Subaru, Kazuma was very smart. 
Not that Kazuma’s vast intellect was entirely necessary—sewing was simple enough. 
Kazuma spent the rest of clubtime embroidering dicks onto a piece of scrap fabric. 


It was snowing on the way home. Kazuma did not like the snow. Kazuma walked fast. 
Next time he’d definitely take the bus. He’d have to get up early because the bus driver 
was overly cautious and stopped at every bus stop, but that’d be better than walking in 
the snow. Every breath, his chest hurt from the cold. Kazuma walked faster. 


“We just throw it onto the fire, right?” Subaru checked. 
“Yeah,” Kazuma confirmed. He eyed Subaru. “What, have you never done this before?” 
“Nah. Classic-shut in, remember?” 


“You're very extroverted for a shut-in,” Naofumi observed as Subaru tossed the artwork 
into the flaming trash can. 


“What's that supposed to mean?” Subaru squinted at Naofumi. “Is that an insult? Are 
you insulting me? It’s not going to do anything, you know. | have very high defense 
against verbal abuse.” 


Kazuma watched the artwork burn. The purple-black and red was slowly consumed by 
flames. Kazuma felt a little light-headed. Something was making his chest hurt. Maybe 
it was the smoke. It was probably the smoke. “You have stats for verbal abuse?” 

“| don’t have stats at all. What, you guys do?” 


“Yeah. Skills, too, and skill points and classes.” Kazuma frowned. “What sort of fantasy 
world are you living in?” 


“| don’t have any of that stuff! We have demihumans and elves and witches and stuff, 
though, and the written language isn't too hard to learn.” 


“There’s a different written language?” Kazuma asked incredulously. That sounds 
awtul. 


“Yeah. Ram taught me." He paused, then added, "She doesn't remember it." Subaru 
picked up a stick and scratched a few symbols into the dirt besides the trash can."It 
looks like this." Why’s there a stick in the middle of the baseball field? Kazuma 


wondered absently. How much stuff does Subaru remember that everyone else 
doesn't? Kazuma wondered less absently. 


“The name of that strange shield looked similar,” Naofumi observed. 

“Strange shield?” 

“Yes. It appeared after |..after you died. It disappeared when | equipped it.” 
“...Can you recreate the symbols?” Subaru asked, handing the stick to Naofumi. 


Naofumi took the stick and scrawled some lines in the dirt. Kazuma gave them a 
cursory glance. “It just repeated these symbols over and over again,” Naofumi said. He 
sounded disquieted. “You know when a screen glitches, and the text starts 
overlapping? It did that.” 


Subaru took the stick and redrew the symbol, adjusting the lines a bit. “Like this?” he 
checked. 


“Yes. What does it mean?” Naofumi asked, expression intense. 
“| love you,” said Subaru. 
“What?” Kazuma squinted at him. 


“That's what it says. | love you. Or just love you. There aren’t many symbols in this 
version of the writing system, so its meanings aren't super exact.” 


“Why does it say that?” Kazuma looked at the symbol, then at Subaru. 

“She...” Subaru stopped and frowned. “No questions.” 

“Right,” said Kazuma. “Right.” 

Later, as all three of them were trying to shove the burnt trashcan back into the shady 
corner it came from, Subaru asked, “Did Tanya and Ainz put you up to investigating 
me?” 

“Yeah,” Kazuma confirmed easily. 


“And you thought that the best way to do that would be to tell me that you’re doing it?” 
Subaru made a face. 


Kazuma took a moment to parse that sentence. “No. | don’t want to investigate you. 
That’s way too much work. | already know everything | need to know about you.” 


“And..what’s that?” Subaru gave the trash can a final heave and then stood back. 


“You're an idiot.” 
“Yes.” Subaru nodded, then struck a pose. “And I’m proud of it!” 
Kazuma whacked him until he dropped the pose. 


“And you, Naofumi?” Subaru asked, rubbing his arm and giving Kazuma an affronted 
look. 


“| don’t care about the investigation either,” Naofumi said with a huff. “I’m not a part of 
your class. You guys can keep your weird shenanigans to yourself.” 


“Shenanigans?” Subaru made another face. “You sound like Emilia-tan.” 
“Isn’t that a compliment, coming from you?” Kazuma wondered. 


Subaru struck yet another pose. “Being compared to Emilia-tan, major angel, is the 
highest compliment one can receive.” 


“See? Idiot,” Kazuma said to Naofumi, whacking Subaru again. Kazuma was very good 
at multitasking. 


Naofumi nodded. “Yes, | see what you mean.” 


“Ainz and | have conferred. The curse appears unique to the caster and target,” Tanya 
announced. 


“Wow, not even a greeting? No hey Kazuma, how’s it going, | know | put you through 
torture for no reason so here, I'll make it up to you?” Kazuma leaned back in his chair 
and kicked his feet up in a manner that would definitely be considered sauve and not at 
all awkward. 


“lll make it up to you by not shooting your head off,” Tanya replied evenly, not missing 
a beat. Ainz cleared his throat. Tanya scowled. “Hey, Kazuma, how’s it going,” she 
droned with the same tone of voice that one would use to say my only motivation in life 
is the desire to tear out your throat with my teeth. 


Kazuma tried to keep his fear from showing. He did not succeed. Tanya stared at him 
like a starving tiger would a slab of fresh meat. Ainz slid her a chocolate. 


“Hello, Naofumi,” Tanya said to Naofumi in a marginally more pleasant voice. Naofumi 
grunted, possibly in greeting. “As the curse likely cannot be replicated, our only 
available courses of action are interrogation or attempting to experience the effects of 
the sure ourselves. Naofumi and Kazuma, what intelligence did you gather?” 


Naofumi didn’t say anything. Jerk. You’re in the negatives now, Naofumi. “Subaru 
attends Sewing club on Mondays and Wednesdays,” Kazuma informed Tanya and 
Ainz. “He does not attend on Thursdays because he gets embarrassed.” 


Tanya continued staring at Kazuma. This time, Kazuma detected a few notes of you're 
incredibly incompetent and | should kill you, but, like anything to do with you, it'd be a 
waste of my time in her eyes. Kazuma was intimately familiar with those particular 
emotions. He himself often wore the same stare when he looked at Aqua—without the 
death threats, though. Kazuma was much more creative. 


“Anything else?” Ainz prompted. 


“|..Subaru can sew,” Kazuma said, after overexaggeratedly stroking his chin and 
squinting in thought. 


“...Due to this conspicuous lack of information, our only courses of action are the 
interrogation of all involved parties or experimentation,” Tanya decided. 


“Or we could do nothing,” Kazuma suggested helpfully. 
“Why would we do nothing,” Tanya said flatly. 


“Because this is a colossal waste of time. Because this is completely useless.” Kazuma 
ticked off his reasons on his fingers. “Because there are much better things to do.” 


“How are there better things to do than investigating a curse that sends someone back 
in time when they die.” 


“You said it yourself, didn’t you? The curse can’t be replicated or transferred or 
anything. Only Subaru can, uh, use it. And you can’t force him to do so.” 


“We could kidnap him,” Tanya challenged. Kazuma narrowed his eyes at her. He wasn’t 
really sure whether or not she was serious. Kazuma never knew what she was 

thinking. It was incredibly annoying, especially because Kazuma prided himself on his 
people-reading skills. 


Kazuma figured it was best to assume she was serious. 

“Kidnapping is against the school code of conduct,” Ainz reminded Tanya. 
Tanya shrugged. 

In a great rustle of cloth and armor, Ainz turned to look at her. 


“| would never kidnap him,” Tanya reassured him. Her voice was soft and girlish and 
way too genuine. 


That's terrifying. If Kazuma hadn't known what was going on or who she was, he totally 
would have believed her. He scrambled upright in his seat, pointing his finger at her. 
“You just suggested kidnapping Subaru!” 

“Oh, did it sound that way?” Tanya’s big blue eyes watered. “Sorry!” 

Agh! Creepy! Kazuma sputtered. “What? Stop it!” 

Ainz cleared his throat. “For now, we should avoid kidnapping anyone.” 


“Of course,” Tanya said, bobbing her head. “Interrogation it is.” 


That’s better—wait, no it’s not! Kazuma crossed his arms. “No. That’s just as much 
work. Count me out.” 


Kazuma stood up. The air pressure suddenly increased dramatically. Kazuma sat back 
down. 


“Try to stop me, and I’m telling everyone that Ainz is training you to be less of a 
psychopath,” Kazuma threatened. His threat probably would have been more effective 
if his voice hadn’t been two octaves higher than usual. 


As it was, Kazuma’s threat caused Tanya to bristle. She hissed like a rabid wolverine. 
“Do it. No one will believe you.” 


Kazuma restrained a smug smile. He hadn’t been quite sure that that was what the 
chocolates were about. Lucky guess. “Would anyone think that I’d make that up?” 


Tanya pulled out a gun. 
“That's not school appropriate,” said Ainz. 
Tanya put away the gun. Ainz gave her a chocolate. 


Where did that gun come from, Kazuma thought. She didn’t have a gun on her three 
seconds ago. What the hell. 


Ainz turned to Kazuma. “Kazuma, you're free to leave. We will no longer be actively 
pursuing this line of inquiry.” 


Kazuma stood. This time there was no intense pressure when he bolted to the door. 


As soon as Kazuma was out of the classroom he slumped against the wall. Tanya was 
absolutely terrifying. Unlike Ainz, who looked scary but was actually a pretty decent 
guy, Tanya got scarier the longer Kazuma knew her. Also, apparently she had guns. 
Terrifying. 


“That was the right decision,” Naofumi said from behind Kazuma and he jumped. 
“What was the right decision?” 
“Derailing Tanya and Ainz,” Naofumi said, as if it were obvious. “Helping out Subaru.” 


“| don’t know what you’re talking about.” Kazuma straightened up. “Subaru is not my 
friend. He’s an idiot. Besides, you were doing the same thing!” 


“You seem to attract them,” said Naofumi, completely ignoring Kazuma’s accusation. 
Naofumi smiled, just a little bit, lopsided and small. Kazuma choked on his own spit 
because wow, he hadn’t known Naofumi could smile. / can’t decide whether that’s 
freaky or not, Kazuma thought. “Like calls to like,” Naofumi said wisely, like he hadn't 
just burnt crappy artwork in a school trashcan with Kazuma and Subaru. He turned and 
strode away. 


Kazuma blinked a few times, still reeling from this unexpected display of facial muscles. 
He processed what Naofumi had said. “Hey—Wait a second! You just called me an 
idiot, didn’t you? I’m not an idiot! My intelligence stat is higher than average! And you 
were hanging out with me, too, so hah! Who’s the real idiot here?” 


Naofumi was already gone. 


“Oh, hey, Kazuma. How’s it going?” Subaru waved Kazuma over to where he was 
loitering in front of the school exit. He held the door open for Kazuma. “Take that, 
Julius,” Subaru muttered. “I can be chivalrous too.” 


“Why are you still here?” Kazuma asked incredulously, stepping outside into the snow. 
It doesn’t count as chivalry if you’re holding the door open for a dude, Kazuma thought 
but kindly didn’t say. He stopped and eyed Subaru suspiciously. “You aren’t waiting for 
Emilia like a lost puppy, are you? You’re a disgrace to isekai protagonists everywhere.” 


“| would happily be a disgrace for Emilia-tan,” Subaru declared. “But no, I’m waiting for 
the snow to stop. | don’t do well in cold weather.” 


There’s a story behind that, Kazuma knew. Subaru’s expression had gone distant and 
dark. No questions. 


“Me too,” said Kazuma. “There’s a bus stop nearby.” 


Subaru’s eyes were still frosty. Kazuma took a deep breath and the cold scorched at 
his chest. It hurt. Kazuma made a decision. “I’m on my way there now. It’s this way.” 


“Really?” Subaru fell into step besides Kazuma, beaming like he hadn't just been 
staring vacantly off into the distance with an expression like he was remembering that 
time he killed Emilia. “Thanks!” 


Kazuma congratulated himself on his incredibly descriptive similes. “No problem,” he 
said, waving his hand lazily. “The last time | was out in the snow, my head fell off.” 


When Kazuma looked back, Subaru had stopped walking. “Same,” said Subaru quietly. 


Kazuma nodded. Subaru caught up to him. They started walking again. 


